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A Rev1ew of the L1terature Re]ated to ' ] :

Family Therapy in the Black Commun1ty . | o

Harriette McAdoo .
) Howard University, . l

Fam11y therapy is used and 1ntended to he]p fam11y members 1ncrease - -
the1r strengths .of cop1ng col]ect1ve1y w1th unusua] stresses. However, the

very premlses upon wh1ch fam11y therapy is bu11t, as it perta1ns to Black

g TS
: 'fam111es,‘may be falacious. In the process of def1n1ng the family therapy
modeT\iﬁt is necessary that the total Black denomination be considered and

“hot a fragment1zed version meant to represent the who]e JA g]ance at .- .h_'

o @

current ]1terature revea]s a dependence upon a m1slead1ng stereotyped B]ack

L '

fam11y to form the bas1c hypotheses upon which the studies are founded, ' - A
» ’ Th1s results in fa]zz impressions of thefBlack family p1cture ‘ )
cultural d‘mens1~74 o Black" families are not fu]]y

IXd Y

- The multifacet
taken into account in 11terature used hy family therap1sts - To 111ustrate

’ th1s def1c1ency I'd 1ike"to (1) rev1ew how Black fam11ies‘1n general have‘

been heretofore viewed in 11terature, (2) examine the.spec1a1 stresses

faced by B]acks,-at all financial levels, as they ché with racism and

- - -

differing economic status in their attempt'tO'maintain stabi]ityawhile

moving up the econom1c and soc1a1 1adders, (3) exp]ore theor1es of social

‘,i . mobility and the role that the extended fam11y structure plays in Black ‘ B
families, and (4) begin. to exp]ore the practical 1mp11cat1dn§ of therapeut1c .‘

” e ‘Ai . 1

approach to social sc1ence research for the pract1t1oners

5

Though 1t is common know]edge to -many of us, 1 wou]d like to give a i

brief historical overv1ew of the treatment of the Black family as it has

been shown in research and conceptual literatuEf. 'ﬁﬁgﬂLJ . -
s Vo .3 N )
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Soc1a11zatlon 1s ‘the process of adaption-or- convers1on of AN e e e

1nd1v1dua] 3 behav1or to that which is acceptable to the systems and
e 4
institutions'of’the community as defined by his group (Inkles, 1965).

The soc1a11zed person is expected to behave in culturally approved ways,

accoﬂd1ng to the values of the maJor educat1ona1, econom1c, social,
po]1t1ca1, and re11g1ous 1nst1t‘t1ons of his community. Each of these
institutiohs contributes to the preva111ng value system through whith
behav1or is accepted or not. The newborn child enters a pre- estab11shed
m1crocommun1ty to-which he must adapt. Th1s m1crocommun1ty or. fam11x 1s
the bas1c socia11z1ng 1nf1uence with wh1ch he comes in contact. w1th1n

’

this context.he. is. prov1ded with mode1s for 1m1tat1on of behavior-and with

4

goa}S and asp1rat1ons for what is cons1dered to be'a productive life. [

' A]though the ch11d s behakior is mo] ed by. th1s m1crocommun1ty or family,

little attent1on to these bas1c behav:or mod1f1ers is given in 11terature

" Yet this’ same 11teraf%re 1nf1uences th the0r1es, social serv1ce:pract1ces e

._" AN
and therapy support prograns‘%h\t_have 1mJEC§pd B]ack fam1]}es

Much: research has been conducted on Black fam111es a 1arge maJor1ty

; of 1t concentratlng oﬁ the 1ow 1ncome and,most oppressed B]acks, W1th an’

T

attempt to descr1be and analyze the patho]ogy 1n the fam11y Recent]y.,
scholars‘have started to question the wisdom of  this concentrat1on of

1iterature on only one segment of fam111es and individuals, wh1ch has
.

created the false impression that all Black fam111es are characterized by/”
disintegrat1on, instability, and patho]ogy (B1111ngsley, 1968; Hill, 1971/
McAdoo, 1975) Th1s approach has perpetuated 1nst1tut1onak b1:§\<;

erroneously ut111z1ng information from one segment of B]ack population to

descr1be, explain, and make predict1ons about tns tota] B]ack popu]at1on
. . ‘ M , . .
- »
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L. . Ladner s (1972). cr1t1c1sm Qf research conducted by soc1o]oglsts im
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fj Black commun1t1es a]so holds’ true.for psychq]og1ca1 and therapeut1c g

literature. A majority-d. Ahe§57theorists are'not Black and‘have not been

a part of Black 'un1t1es,hnor have they understood the many components

of Black ,turaT exper1ence.. Thus, the1r descr1pt1ons are often 1ncomBle

A e -

the data presented. ¢ Many social sc1ent1sts, both

,)’, ,pretatiOn'of‘family socialilzation data, ohe'must have experienced the 2

- culture as chderen of as parénts.. .
“To’ have effectﬁve therapeut1c approaches mode]s must be sens1t1ve
"~ to, the cu]tural group being helped. The models se]ected are often based
. -'upon the concept1ons of the typ1ca1 B]ack family as portrayed in the social
:sc1ence research .and in popu]ar med1a , .
B1111ngs1ey (1968) presented four preconcept1ons often prdJeoted of
. ‘ the Black family by-sqc1a1 sc1ent1sts- The first is the tendéncy to
- ignore the Black fam11y unit, genera]ly The second is\to focus'almost'

exc]us1ve1y on the lowest 1ncome .group of B‘ack families. The. th1rd

tendency is to 1gnore the maJor1ty of. stable Black families, and the pr\\,‘z

.T 'cesses by which they ‘move from one level to another The fourth tendency
© . is to v;ew therfam11y as’ the causal factor of Black d1ff1cu1t1es,
oblivigus tp the soc1oeconom1c handicaps that are suffered by the fam11y
. ~members L . , “
L QuaTJt1es that 1end themselve$ to Black fam11y surv1va1 and support1ve
,:‘.therap1es, such as extended families and ffex1b111ty of kex roles were
R ( 'de emphas1zed 1n professional wr1t1ngs unt11 the late 19 s, as they ma1n1y
] dealt with d1sorgan1zat1on'of Black communities. | _ ‘ ' .
N e : =~
_ \ - .
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S ==, 1965, —Moyni han iaitiated-a. :Eaul-ty—J arge-scale. study.. of. the»'s'aqck P

family, where he- attempted to statistically validate preva111ng assumpt1ons _

that the Black family was d1sorgan1zed as a resu]t of the negat1ve aspects

of the post-slavery per1od,1urban1zat1on, and economic depravat1oﬁ. However,

hﬁs main thesis was that_"atEthe‘heart‘of the deter%oration ofﬁthe.fabric“n_g_,

of Negro'soc%etyhts the’deterioration of the Negro family" (Moynihan,

1965). Moynihan;s.generalized indictment\of all B]ack'fami]ies caused -

soc1a1 sc1ent1sts to cr1t1ca11y analyze his conc]us1ons This resulted in

several Black researciers (B1111ngs1ey, 1968 H111 1971 Ladner, 1972, T B
Stap]es, 1971, McAdoo, 1975) challenging the soc1a1 sc1ent1sts to . give .
systematic attention to the presence and funct1on.of the Black family unjt:

Ihese theorists have found that contrary to the disintegrated micrdcosm

~ portrayed bnyoynihan, the typical Black fami]y'is one'in which husband‘

‘and wife are .living together in an equalitarian reiationship (Bernard, 1969;

B1111ngsley, 1968). U.S. ‘Census data covering this same,period gives |

S atist1ca1 credence tb the stab111ty “of Black fam111es show1ng 75% of the -
am111es actual]y living together 1n two parent units (Hi11, 1975). . . \
’ : The view that the poor pos1t1on ;of B]acks is self—1nduced and a

natural outgrowth of family pathology has been compounded by the research,

methods used in study1ng B]ack families -and children. Research focus1ng

on those of the lowest income and 1n greatest psych1c d1stress reinfdrce

+

—
“the 1mpressﬁon of instability and patho]ogy being modal conditions in

8

B]acks These M1slead1ng y1ews have ;ontr1butéd to the difficulty one,

' encounters when attempt1ng to gather 1nfonmat1on about the functionin
3 N

contr1buted to the 1ncrease in soc1a1 mob111ty
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~;_:;;Funct1onal-1s-defanedvaSwhav1ng-the-resourceSineeded-t0»soc1a11ze-*:=ﬂ-‘- -

“Black ch11dren to achieve, to ma1ntaTn a po!it1ve view of h1mse1f and his -

group, while at the same time prompt1ng econom1c and emotional surv1va1
a]ongﬁw1th mob111ty for the total family. Case and emp1r1ca1 stud1es w111 -

need to be des1gned to beg1n the process of providing data ‘on the charac-’

ter1st1cs and patterns of B]ack families that document the increased

surv1va1 sk111s _Qur concern on soc1a11zat1on‘for competence in Black -
'ch11dren must be viewed inm the context of the tota] family exper1ence

More and more. families exper1enceeconom1cand often geograph1c changes,

' ;caus1ng stresses related to change that is. found in all families. However,

the Black fam111es have the added burdens of hav1ng to socialize their

.ch11dren\to be able to effect1ve1y mannpulate a soc;ety that does’not

-

reinforcé positive evaluations of their ethnic group. In addition to

% »

having . to cope with the developmental crises faced by a]]lfamilies,_the

[%
.S

*

| . 3 - . 3 * / . - 3 . )
continuing pressures of institutional and personal racism bear heavily on
P 85
. ’/.

the family. - ) .
. The reality of the ex1stence o*he stab'le B]ack famﬂy often calls
upon resources bevond those ava11abte in’ the nuclear fam11y. In, ear11er,
and often more rura] settings, the preiince of an extended fam11y structure,
a support1ve church and commun1ty provided theSe resources Yet as many
families moved 1nto more urban sett1ngs ‘and some into different econom1c
1eve1s,-these supports were' %ften missing, wh11e life changes often brought

greater stresses. Children were, be1ng soc1a11zed by ad?]ts who themseTves

were under great stress w1th no support1ng fam11y structure No comparab]e

»

- resources were ava11ab1e to help the fam11y over the trans1t1onaT crises ‘.

! \

"so often found 1n these newer environments. The serv1ces-that were

available are . not viewed as sympathetic to ‘the minority,eXperience. Rather
_ . ’v . -. . . . . . - . .
> | 7.
' '. , .
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- than-seek aid from an aTien unfriendly communjty-agency,- the Black family - . .

often turned to their'minister. The idea of going to a stranger for
furing these times of crisis was seldom/considered._ CBmmunity

were often not utilized until a conflict occurred with an'&nsti:ﬁ

1th1n the w1der coﬁmun1ty

-

Therapists must be acutely aware of the strong funct1on1ng and
> 8

’interdependence of family members that exist in Black fam111es,-to-a far

greater degree than 1n other magor.ty groups. Wh11e the wh1te fam1]y may

" utilize a commun1ty 1nst1tut1on, the Black: fam1Ty turns to the1r own fam1ly

or extended fam11y in time of cr1s1s.

;‘ .

The c]ass1ca1 theoret1ca1 v1ew of the poS1t1ve 1mpact of the B]ack.

' extended fam11y, as 1nterpreted by Ba]]1ngs1ey and H111, has been that

most Blacks have been able to achieve h1gher status because of the aid
given them by other members of the extended fam11y network Members w1th1n
this.network may or:may not be related gy bloed or marriage.. Th1s v1ew
sees fhat because of the lack ‘of 1nst1tut1ona11zed soc1eta1 support for

the achievement of Blacks~ the entire fam11y and nonr3:1t1ves mitis t- step\1n

-at crucial times to prov1de support over and beyond tHat normally expected .

seen as a pr1or1ty -setting mechanism 1n a spg1e}y with few pr1or1ty cr1ter1a

£

(Billingsley, 1968 Hill, 197?7

One recu(rent example . 1s a fam1]y 1n wh1ch,the o]der children 1eave

schoo] early to be§1n working, while contr1but1ng to,the educat1ona1 ., 7

expenses of a younger child. In this manner, at _least one™
the emQt1ona1 and financial support needed to ach1eve Even after,mér iage
and the arrival of ch11dren, the fam11y may prov1de substant1a1 ch?ﬂd ca
o / -
Yo v
'\8 o : } il

3
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T as part of thé sooializing functions'of the‘families. The‘family is therefore_
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to a]]ow this one. person”to_be ab]e to ach1eve .W1thout th1s arrangement
no one in the fam11y wou]d be ab]e to r1se above the povertv level. The.
success'exper1enced as a resu]taof the cooperat1ve effort of the family
is then‘Seenfas beingiref]eétedjontosthe entfﬁe~family'bf orientation

i A secondfthepry:(btack 1975; McQueen 1971) wou]d 1nterpret the above
family s1tuat1on somewhat d1fferent1y An emerg1ng_v1ew of th1s type of
he1p1ng arrangement woy]d po1nt to faCtors not addressed by the first
theer It wou]d see the saga of the famrly as not end1ng with the mutual
effort that enab]ed ths ‘;one ch11d to reach higher educat1on and soc1a1#
achievement, but extend1ng 1ndef1n1te1y byinéins of rec1proca1 expect3t1 S,
based,on the ob11gat1ons of prov1d1ng he]p in exchange for help recewedjn
in the past. The educated sibling is ekpected to help his famil, members
as he was:a%dEd | He must, therefore;~to some extent,,limit his Erofessjonal
and soc1a1 upward movement His'ph;sfcaT financial and psychic resources, .
are not ablerto be solely concentrated on his own profess1ona1 development N
or on his family of pjbcreat1on. His resources,must.be kept open and .‘ f; .
f1u1d to provide financial and emotional help ove the tria1s and frustrations ‘

endured by members of h1s fah11y of or1entat1on who are Stl]] in Tess

fortunate__1 umstances.

)‘

The 1nd1v1dua1 has two a]ternat' es:

y—— - e e e e D
v 2

he must either ¢ontinue his vt

\
parth1pat1on in the obligatory rec proC1ty stream, or he must 1so]ate
( : 4
himself and his fam11y of°procreat1on from his family of orientation. .",'

McQueen (1971) and Stack (19233 seem to 1nd1cate that on]y by cutt1ng

__himself off from his famrly is the B]ack of poorer c1rcumstances able to

ra1seh1mse1f to a moré stable 1eve1 This 1so]at1on does not exc]ude casupl.
v1s1t1ng and joint ho]1day and r1tua1 ce1ebrat1ops It also does,nét exclude

a5 i . .
- :
- N 4 J ot
. . . “ .
. -9 ’ : T L. * PO
, . ; . . . [
.
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.



’ support of ag1ng parents or occas1ona1 help. It does mean ¢hat to some

e
s . . -

hc

degree, upward]y mob11e B]ack makes an. emot1ona1 separat1on from ‘the

‘ ]

draining ongoing everyday needs of hjs family pf orientation. This may

account for £ome of the a]ienation ‘antagonism that exists between

work1ng and m1dd1e class B]a S, cial class division may be

stronger among Blacks- than apparent]y is the case within wh1te famf11es

-

Probab]y one of the greatest dilemmas facing the upward]y mobile group 1s :

‘their re]at1onsh1p with B]acks .left behind. There is sma]] w%ader that

-«

upwardly mob11e B]acks feel some guilt and ambivalence about flee1ng to

better ne1ghborhoods. This 1so]at1on wh11e a cruc1a1 factor in cop1ng with,

-

significant life changesrthat cause stress,‘}nqreases the need for.support1ve

therapy'that‘must come from persons outside of the family sphere.. Blacks
> C - - : o

newly arrived in the middle class or fighting to remain at workinélclas_:

status are often too vulnerable economically,and psychologi 11y to extend

theniselves very'far\f;;nnBlacks'who‘haye been left behind. There is

‘“".additiohal stress caused by both.parents beﬁng_emp]oyed dnforder to_stay

. based upon fau}

' .health workeo and.

above the/poverty. line. 2 f' : '. : /,//)

Bpinging the Black family to the point of accepting the famiiy'therapy

process has beén particu]ar]y difficu]t Most therap1sts have two d1ff1cu1t

hurtles® that of being wh1t§ and coming from the m1dd1e c]ass. The

"Wherap1sts° d1f iculties are multiplied because their tra1n1Q? was often

11terature A transition is needed between“the menta]

!

lack faq11y
Nhat thggfam11yutherap1st needs 1s greater ut111zat1on of the new g

. -
- people augmented with curnent.technaques of therapy. As with the health

1]

n'cazigr1sts 1n the ‘mental hea]th f1e1d who have the pract1ca1 know]edge of

th

. ’ .y N - ’ )
R L I -
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assoc1ate who assists the phys1c1an or the"paralegal person a1d1ng thegvrfifmwi ‘ :

—— e

)

lawyer, the therapists need to make use of the new mental health worker;__
| Cohen (]974) felt that these new.careerjsts, with only their assoc1ate-

degrees, could serve as a gfiide and'consultant to the professional, who

) 3
may have the c11n1ca1 skills ' but 11m1ted know]edge of minority exper1ences
) ¢

Umbarger (]972) sees the newcareer movement_as prov1d1ng (1) a c11n1ca1
" function needed to, relate to m1nor1ty grougs, (f) a therapeut1c ro]e that

may often be funct1on1ng autonomous]y, wh11e (3) prov1d1ng vocat1ona1

A

mob111ty for the 1ayrpract1t1oners The use of new. career1sts may he]p -
break down the resistance to. therapy that is often found in Black and

other groups. The support1ve roles of agenc1es, prov1ded through 1nd1viduaJ"

and conjoint therapy, will need to be re- eva]uated in ]1ght of our know]edge,=:

/
of the cultural d1mens1ons of therapeut1c approaches. ;~ : S e

Regard]ess of which theoret1ca‘l vg one takes of the negatjve and/or F

supportnvero]eof the famh]y kin he]p tern, the role of the extended

family is undergo1ng change wh1ch must be accurate]y reflected in 1t§§32:ure.
There needs to be a. systemat1c approach of acqu1r1ng the stat1st1ca1 da

that will explore the Black persona]1ty SO thab practitioners have_an.
: 7 . R

“a

aocurate picture with which to'form theOries and treatment moda]ities 'From
more cri iéai]y accorate'ljﬁérature comes a bétter eduaated therap1st jIn
" :

addition] increased use o he’ health aid career1st as Qata]yst will

S

precipi ate better diaiogue While the needs are great the serv1ces

“available are often on]y used by the most prosperous, and soc1ety loses’

¢
4

1n.genera] when family fonct1on1ng s impaired without a1dfv -
| - | S ' o
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